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CLAPTER 11T
HAMETOH ACADEMY

1n this chapter we shall examine the early history of

¢

the first free school, osnd its Interrelationship with the

varicus aspects of a developing cultdre in Virginia.

we shall examine two attacks upon our basic theory
: that the Jyms Free School was truly the lirst {ree school in
%J” lorth America. First, we shall review the attitude of Gover-
nor berkeley, with 1ts far-reaching and permanently detrimental
e effects. Gecondly, we shall analyze the belief of some critics
that the first Latin grammar school of Boston antedated the
Syms school, and we shall attempt to show that this belief is
ilrfouded. Having established the chronological pricrity of
the Syms Free School of 163k-35, we shall proceed to an exam-
iration of its establishment and early growth, followed by a
similar examination of the beginnings of the Eaton Charity
sl i scnool of 1699. 1In closing we shall examine the conditions

vhich led to a consolidation of the two schools, under the

i+ | name of Hampton Academy, 1805.

L Of\IGEN OF THE FIRST FREE SCHOOL

1t is impossible for us, in the twentieth century, to

determine with any degrée of accuracy what the fate of the
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.if these detrimental influences had not existed the school
fwould be today equal in its record of uselulness to "those
gimilar foundations in Lngland" which have been "preserved
: in their origi;ii vigor" under the "happier conditions that

prevailed in that more stable Land

Sy his will, dated Feovruary 12, 1034, kenjamin Syms
founded .a frec school in Blizabeth City County, Virginia,
yhich is the oldest endowed public scheool in English speaking

.ﬁorth america. it came to be kunown as the Syms Free 5School,
-Taﬁd it retaincd that name for more than a century. In 1659
.another school of similar origin was es{éblished by Or.
Thomas Zaton, withh a larger endowment, and in 1805 the prop-
.erty of wach of the two schools was sold. The combined funds
fwere used to cerect a new buillding at a convenient location,
in the o oy of Hampton, Virginia. Today, the successor of

the twe schools siill stands. It is a large public elemen~

1?niii§ Alexander bruece, Jrtitutional History of Vir-
in the ogventeenth Century, Vole b, hgw York: Gs P.
Putnamt'y Sons, 1910. o
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¢ trust with the Bllaabetlh Clby County Dchwol Lonrd, and
oAt hinn been dnvesiod in United Stater Sovernment
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Ty
5
!
A
=
=

Elizabetll City County .+

The author of a little pamphlet, published in London
n U7, wrote, "I may not forget to tell you that we hove a
iree schiool, with ftwo hundred acres of-landl a ine nouse
upon 1t, forty mileh Kine, and other accommodations to it.
The benefactor deserveth perpetual mention, Mr. Benjamin
lymmes, worthy to be chronicled. Other petty schools we
have."2  And velt, we Know little about this early friend of
universal education, who is "worthy to be chronicled." From

the earliest records we learn that he was born in 1590, In

1623 he was living al "Bassefs Choice," in Virginia, wihlch 1§ o0

the present Isle of Wight County.3 In 1629 Thomas Warnet, a

leading merchant of Jamestown, bequeathed Benjamin Syms a
“Letter to Ethel Garber from C. Alton Lindsay, Divi=
sion Superintendent of Schoolsg Hampton and [lizabeth City
County, Virginia, Harch 8, 1948,

ot

1

i

Sdward D Selll, The jldstory of pducation in Vire
fdndo during the Seventechitn century, Wasnilngton: Government
Frinting Orfice, 1807, p. 25. (pPhotostatic copy in MHanu-
ser.pts uivilsion, Alderman Library, University of Virginia.)

SWilidam and Mary Collcepe Quarterly Historical Mapa-
zing (first seriegs), Vol. &, uctober, 1697, Pe 72.
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weeding hoe, and thilo apptars Lo do the beglinning of
menns for accumulating wendbn dn Virgindn.

He wan Living ot Bllusbeth City in 163h=35, at
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{,iﬁ’;{i e mnade hio Dnmnoun wils Doenuenuiiing L‘!{,@ hundrod acres

of lznd on the Pogucson, o small river which emptics Into S
chesapeske Bay near Yorktown, not more than a mile below the o
mouthh of York River ¢ together with the milk and increase of

¥

aight cows, f{or the educatlon and instruction of the children
g ¥ e

of Elizabeth City and Lecoughtan, "from Mary's Mount downward
to the Poquoson River.“7 The great benefactor states in his

bequest,

Item My Will and desire is that the Worshipful the Com-
mander and yc rest of the Commissioners of this liberty
with the ministers and Church Wardens of the sald Parish
where the said School is founded to see it from time to
time justly & truly perforumed.

Ttem My wWill and Desire is that when it please God there
1s sufficient Increase of the said cattle yt some part
of them be saved for the erecting a very sufficlent
nehool house and the Rest of the Increase that are left
to be disposed of before nominated and in Repairing the
sald School

Item J7y Will is that the Increase of the said<Cattle af
i

ter
ivo saild School Master is sufficiently stocked for his

op. 72-73. (Reprinted from Lducation in Colo=

nial Virecinia, Part III.) B

Sﬁérginia rapazine of listory and Blography, Vol. 2,
June, 191lu, p. 24l

6Hﬁl}ixm and Mary Collepe gQuarterly Historical MNogagzine,
(first ser.csy, Vol. G, CUctober, 1897, p. 72. Gee p. 12 supra.
Also, Neill, op. clte, pe 25. =

e oncaeuracaravack

?Ebidai pi ?30 flli‘}(} ?0 12 Sui‘xyé .
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yusrs the Hev. John Harvard's far mere famous gift, wnich

Lcceme the corner-stonc of Harvard College. In realily,
vo are indebted to Benjamin Symmes for the earliest foun=
dotion for frec education made in English Awmerica by 2
citizen of an English colony; and for that reason, hils
aime s entitled to extraordinary honor in a land where
Lhe (irst free school system has been carried to the
highcsglstate of uscfulness perhaps to be observed on tae
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establishment of sﬁch schools, and, like other historical
movements, 1t had a tendency to generate the repetition of
such bequests until the social order should so change as to
render them impractical. Nevertheless, this fact does not
reduce the significance of the bequest itself, and of the
legislation pertaining to it. Regardless of the specific
reasons for the bequest, and the influence of the legislaw
tion pertaining to it, the fact remains that the will of
Benjamin Syms marks the earliest recorded provision for the
sstablishment of a free school in America, and the beneface
tor is still "worthy to be chronicled,.® 'From the purely
personal standpoint, we are uncertain as to whether Syms
himself had any ldea of the significance of his bequest,
and whether his outstanding motive was that of personal
recognition or that or philanthropy. But the important
'practical considerations are what Benjamin Syms did (not
~ why he did 1t), and how the legislature reacted {(not why
it so reactéd)a

The school is mentioned égain in a little pamphlet, J
Perfect Description of Virginia, published in London in 1647.
"I may not forget to tell you we have a free school, with two
hundred acres of land, a fine house upon 1t, forty miich kine
and other accomodations. The benefactor deserveth perpetual
mention, Mr.'ﬁenjamin Syms, worthy to be chronicled. Other
petty schools we have."2 fThe last statement would indicate

325 perfect Descrintion of Virginia, op. git.
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that there were more schools in virpinia at that time than we
have any record of.

The fact that this school was continued, through all
the trying circumstances that developed during the centuries

" that followed, 1s, as MNrs. Armstrong so aptly says, an indi-

'_cation {hat the people of Virginia were very strong in their
jnterest in the development of education.

At this date then (1¢h47), it is certain that "The Lyms
Tree Gchool' was upon o substantial footing- and of recog-
‘nized importance, and . . . there has, from its establlsh=
ment in 1G3% to the present day, been no break in its his=
tory. This is the more remarkable by reason of its loca-

' tion, which has been such from the beginning as to expose

it, again and again, to the risk of unavoidable neglect

and of interruption, while more than once it has Jjust
escaped complete destruction. mhat the fund, in one shape .
or another, should have been held intact, is singularly
creditable to "The Trustees and Governors and their suc=
cessors" into whose keeping it had fallen and who must,

without doubt, and with few exceptions, have been men who
felt deeply the responsibility of their trust.33

Regarding the succeeding history of the school, we are
able to extract §hapshots’here and there, from the few records
that have been preserved. Legislation of 1693 would indicate

~ that the schoolmaster was‘expected to take the responsibility
for seeing that the school property was taken care of, though
he could expect adequate remuneration for making the necessary.
improvements.
11shed ?i{f The Bonarit of the’ D%h%%“%e%r%eégﬁb_

lution and the Association for the Preservation of Virginia
MtiquitiaS} ,- P?' 6‘““?& : '



Jlov. 20, 1093.~ It is ordered yt Robert Crooke Gehoolmaste
cab bywmes School. be allowed and pald fwrﬁﬁis”mhargasfiﬁgfﬁy
cpalring ye school House: two old ‘cowes in liew thereof '

1f-§%§é§.§§1;é'uﬁ th5i iﬁ-Q&vemher;@&§§§; 35§g¢t“g%§§§§. ,i
anounced that he' would resign at the "next fall of the leaf,"
ﬁﬁ{iﬁat}ﬁﬁ?uﬁljgﬁigncll.__ S BRI

promptly petitioned the -justices of the county court to
~appoint him Crooke's successor; and in doing so, declared -
~his readiness to "undertake ye education of ye children
~according to'the design of the donor," The court seems e
to have thought favorably of his qualifications, for .they 0
wenose him to £111 the position as soon as it was vacanly
~which, it would appear, would not ocecur until. the autumn
“of 1700, It 18 .to be inferred from the contents of the
order naming Snignell that the school's endowment had ‘suf-
fered no diminution; the land had remained Intact; and the’
‘livestock had very probably steadily increased since 10647, -
at which date, the herd of cows was five times larger than
‘it had been in 1635, when the bequest was first announced,
The only 1imit to the increase in the size of this herd was
. Tixed by the area of ground reservable for thelr pasturage. .
" The management of the whole property seems to have devolved =
. on the schoolmaster, ggting'under the general supervision .
.of ‘the county court.">. ' i

In 1745 the schoolmaster of Syms Fres School was a man
by name efijéhﬁ“ﬁunter,iaﬁﬁ-at'that'time he-prﬁtasted againstff
the handling'mf'a Eémily.estate.3é: Also, ?Gﬁ:the'petitien.c£¥f?i

John Huntér,_schoolmaster of Sims! Free Sahgél;iit is_brderédf

 MRecords of Elizabeth City County, 1692-1728, cited '
h}' Kﬁight,g&ﬁ .Qits., F?s 2060 R ) ‘

35}3}*{1{39, '__Q_Ec m;, pp. 352"353)‘ . -
3éElizabeth'City county records, July 17, 1745, cited .

by Mrs. Helen Jones Campbell, "The Syms and Eaton Schools and .
~Thelr Successors, " William and Mary College Quarterly His- -~
1§arica1]§agazine (second series), Vol. 20, No. 1, January, . .
AR Do Qe T s o0 it e, L
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thot the trustees do weet at llampton on Gaturday Lhe 10th day
of Augusl next to conslder Lhe satd Pelitlon, w37

some records indiente that the trustiees not only at-
tempted to prevent waste to the school property, but that they
az;o provided for improvements, However, there are records
that show just as definltely that they were sometimes negli-
gent, and that they did not always manage the property effi=

clently.

The General Assembly which began at Williamsburg on Feb=
ruary 27, 1752, and’ continued until Hovember 1, 1753,
passed an act which quoted the provisions of the will of
senjamin Syms, stated that the charitable intentions of
this wiil had not been carried out effectually, and there-
fore provided that the county chureh officials to whose
care Gyms had intrusted his bequest should be incorporated
as trustees of the school property and that they should be
given specifically the right to nominate and appoint a
schoolmaster, to see that he was examined by the minister
and licensed by the governor, to visit the school and re-
form sny abuses in its administration, and even to remove
the schoolmaster if a majority of them agreed to do so.
There is nothing in the act to show whether it was passed
for the purpose of impressing careless and inefficient
trusteces with the importance of their responsibilities
or whether the men in charge of the school were themselves
seeking to be definitely incorporated as trustees and to
nhave their powers specifically defined iggcrder that they
might have more control over the school.

37kecords of Elizabeth City County, July 17, 1745,
(FromuTyler'ﬁ Historical and Genealogical Quarterly, Vol. 9,
p. 204,) ) ‘

38Esther Crane, "Tercentenary of an 'Educational Be~
quest," Elementary School Journal, Vol. 35 (November, 1934),

pp. 205-211l. Gee also Hening's Virginia Statutes at lLarge, -
Vol, VIf ppo’389""3920 : : .
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nold certain lands devised by the wlll of Benjamin Syms, for a
rree school and other charitable uses.” And the only reason
explicitly stated for the passage of the Act ig thatl '"The
charitable intention of the said Benjamin Syms, the donor, hath
Lot been effectually fulfilled," in view of which fact it was
enacted "That the said trustees and directors shall forever
_hereafter stand and be incorporated, established and founded,
in name and deed, a body politic and corporate, to have con-
tinuance forever, by name of the trustees and governors of
'syms.free school‘“ul It was the custom to rent the Syms farm
to tenants, except for the plot on which was.located the mas-
ter's dwelling, and use the income for the upkeep of the school,
and appareﬁtly "one acre at the southwest ccrner’“h2 of the lot
was the location of the school in 1760, and both before and
after that date., It seems that George Wythe had been residing
- in the Back River vicinity for some time, and in 1760 he re-
newed his lease of the Syms land. "Had this'great lawyer con=
sidered it necessary," says Mrs. Campbell, "to include in the
" indenture he drew up information concerning the boundaries or
evenr the number of acreg he was leasing, the present task of

~determining the site of the Syms school would be greatly sime

klArmstang, “g. cit.. pe 124 Saé also Henlng's
flatutes at Large, Vole VI. - ) o :

M21p44,, po 1t
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plified. As 1t is, the actual location of the bullding remains
‘ i
. unidentifted.n*3

In 1700 anotlher advertisement for o master for Gyms

School wppears in the Yirginia Gozette, somewhat similar to the -
one that appeared in 1752: |
| 4 MASTER 1is wanted for SYME'S CHARITY SCHOOL, in Eliza-
beth City county. Any person inclined to undertake that
office,kmay apply to the Governours and Visitors of the
School.
- This advertisement, unlike the one appearing in 1752, does not
describe the character of the person wanted for the position,
but merely states that "any person inclined to undertake that
office™ should make application. tiowever, 1t 1s probably not
safe to make any bold assumptions regarding a possible increase
 rin the difficulty involved in soliciting suitable persons to

~~ take the position.

- _ The trustees and directors had a great deal of authority ‘
- ‘in all phases of the administration of the school. They were
S to nominate and appoint when, and often as they shall thinke

o go0d, such persons as they shall approve of, to be master
L of the said free school; which said master, before he be )

received or admitted to keep school, shall undergo an exam=

ination before the ministers of the said parish, for the
time being, and produce a certificate of his capacity, and

Q3Campbell, op. cit., p. 11. Infra, p. 61.

Ly . .

: ihe Virginia Gazette (Williamsburg, Alex. Purdie, and
John Dixcni? July 11, 1766, p. 23 also July’lS, 1766, p. 3; :
July 25, 1766, p. 4, cited by Ldpar W. Knl ht, A Documentary
ilstory of iducation in the South before 1360, Vol. l, Chapel

Hill, North Carolina:  the University of North Carolina Press,
1949, p. 216. - | o |
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